NOBLE ESSENCES
Since the war he was living in the country, in England, but she
was not sure where.
The next accurate information we obtained was from
CL R. W. Nevinson, who had met him at luncheon with Grant
Richards, Firbank's publisher. Nevinson had at once divined
in him an amusing character. He described his appearance to
us, I remember, and related how after the meal Firbank,
rising willowly to his feet, observed, " Now I must go to the
Bank."
"But they are all shut, you won't be able to get in,"
objected Richards.
To which Firbank, displaying his long, unmuscular arms
and thin fingers, replied anxiously, " What! Not even with
my crowbar ? "
Soon we heard that Firbank was living at Oxford, and when,
in the February after the war, I went there to see my brother,
we decided to call on him. Only now was it that I realised
who he was, this silent, nervous, absurd figure of theatre,
concert-hall and gallery, only now did I discover the identity
of him upon whom I had so often pondered at Aldershot And
his past phantomhood strengthened my feeling of friendliness
for him. Moreover, this hitherto soundless spectre proved to
be possessed of its own voice and accents, sharp and clear,
with very much its own interpretation of the world it haunted :
though the voice was, indeed, more practised and incisive on
paper than in conversation. For at the time we first met him
in Oxford, Ronald Firbank had, during two whole years,
spoken to no-one there except his charwoman and a guard on
the train to London (upon this line he was, as we shall notice
later, a well-known person). He felt himself totally out of
place in a khaki-clad, war-mad world, where neither music
nor gaiety existed, and in which one could no longer travel
except about the business of death. He failed to summon
up any enthusiasm whatever over the current war, protesting
that for his part he had always found the Germans " most
polite ", In fact, in after years, " that awful persecution " was
the phrase which it was most often his wont to use in alluding
to the First World War. It had driven him to become more
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